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ALL is not lost in the unequal battle agai nst wanton destructi on and
denudati on of our greenery. This onward march was sl owed down a little
recently when | and cl earance for a housing devel opment project in Hulu
Langat, Sel angor, inadverdently caught the attention of Prine Mnister
Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohanmad. The prime mnister was returning home by
helicopter froma trip to Taman Negara when he spotted t he whol esal e
denudati on. Once woken fromtheir “stupor', the authorities swiftly took
action. The result? This little corner of Hulu Langat - or a portion of it
- once scarred and shorn of its jungle foliage, will be replanted with
12,000 trees by the devel oper.

This state of affairs should surprise no one. The “speed' with which the
proj ect was singled out and action taken should be viewed in the |ight of
the greater battle bei ng waged by environnentalists on a gl obal |evel.
Hardly had the United Nation's Earth Sunmit in New York concl uded | ast
nmont h, when recrimnations were voiced over howlittle was achi eved
despite the long and hard deliberations.

The week-1 ong conference was convened to revive the “spirit of Ro -

the historic 1992 Earth Summt in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. A conference-
endi ng consensus was reached whereby the nore than 170 nations that
attended it agreed to pursue sustainabl e devel opnment and work towards
econom ¢ grow h conpatible with social justice and ecol ogi cal safety.

But many of Rio's lofty environnental and devel opnent goal s are being
eclipsed by 1997's hard political realities. Take foreign aid, for
exanpl e. Most industrial nations pledged at Rio to boost assistance
sharply to devel opi ng nations. Instead, aid | evels have dropped. And in
New York, sunmmit negotiators nmade little progress in strengthening aid
conmm t ment s.

At the Earth Summit in Ri o, conbating gl obal warm ng was a key goal .
Gover nnent s endorsed general policies of "“sustainabl e devel opnent' -
economc growh for all nations, with environnental protection. But in the
end, non-bi ndi ng, non-conmital conproni ses were cobbled up in key areas
concerning climte change, trade in tinber and foreign aid. Sunmt
chairman Mal aysia's Tan Sri Razali Ismail, the UN General Assenbly
president, delivered this damingly blunt verdict of the New York summt:
“Qur words have not been matched by deeds.'

On home soil, how fare our environnental protection efforts? A number of
maj or property and civil engineering projects proposed are raising concern
anmong environnental i sts. The Kedah government, for instance, has anbitious
plans to reclaimland along its coasts that would have major inplications
for the ecology of its nmangrove forests.

The Bakun dam project in Sarawak is definitely goi ng ahead as pl anned

but concern for its ecol ogical effects have not been danpened conpl etely.
This is despite repeated assurance fromthe governnent that the anpunt of
forest being cleared is but a snmall portion of what's left.

Perak is proposi ng new devel opnent projects which woul d change the
character of its premier hill resorts. A proposal to devel op Bukit Larut
(fornerly Maxwell Hill) and the Tai pi ng Lake Gardens has been shel ved
after wi despread criticism

There is al so the proposed 221 kmroad project which would I'ink Genting
H ghl ands, Fraser's Hill and Caneron Hi ghl ands. The RM2.5 billion project
is to connect the three resorts on the 500 km Mai n Range which forns the



backbone of Peni nsul ar Mal aysi a.

Over in Penang, the famed Penang Hill has been slated for nore

devel opnent. All these projects would have a mgj or environmental inpact,
consi dering the |l oss of biodiversity due to encroachnment into vast tracts
of virgin forests and the | oss of jungle cover.

In Pahang, to aid the passage of boats on Tasi k Chini and thus encourage
tourism a damwas built to raise the water level. It did, but to a |evel
that resulted in the flooding of the surrounding forests, destroying an
estimated 60 hectares of trees. Follow ng an outcry led by the Press, the
state government directed that the dam be reduced in height by 1.4 m The
uni que environs of Tasik Chini appear to be saved.

But all is not gloony. A nunber of initiatives are in place, show ng

that there is genuine desire to protect our fragile environnment. The
Wet | ands Sanctuary Project in Kuala Langat ains to provide opportunities
for local and international groups in conservation, research, recreationa
and educational efforts. The sanctuary is |located next to the Miltinedia
Super Corridor (MSC) which woul d open up opportunities for it to
contribute to the informati on age. The pl an invol ves devel opi ng 5, 000 ha
of degraded tin mne | and, | ogged peat swanp forests, |arge open | akes and
t he Kual a Langat Pernmanent Peat Swanp forest into a nerve centre of
research and education activities.

There is nmuch to | ook forward to with the 290, 000 hect are Bel um For est

in Perak. The Belumforest, a virgin forest reserve on the northern tip of
the state, will be nmaintained as a wildlife sanctuary for which no | oggi ng
will be allowed within its borders. During the first expedition in Belum
in 1993 which took over a year to conplete, it was discovered that the
virgin tropical rainforest was endowed with rare species of flora and
fauna not found anywhere in the world.

There are also initiatives being undertaken by various corporations and
financial institutions to conserve and care for the environment. Banks
appear to be in the forefront of efforts, giving cash donations for

envi ronnmental causes or sponsoring research, conservation and ot her
related activities such as the production of educational materials and the
supply of dustbins. Hongkong Bank was the first private organisation to
sponsor on-goi ng programes with the Fisheries Department to protect our
coral reefs. (See acconpanying story.)

Oiental Bank Berhad, nmeanwhile, in conjuction with the Wrld Wde Fund
for Nature, is pronmpoting the sale of an array of greeting cards that dea
with the conservation of nature. Public Bank's commitnment to the
beautification and greening of the environment is mrrored in its Taman
Wawasan, a | andscape garden conpl eted i n August 1993. Sout hern Bank, one
of the first banks to launch Visa/MasterCard credit cards in Ml aysi a,
donates part of the annual fee for credit cards to conservation efforts.
To enhance awar eness, know edge and under st andi ng of the narine

envi ronnent anong pupils, the Marine Education Kit - a joint project by
Wrld Wde Fund for Nature Mal aysia, the Departnent of Fisheries Ml aysia
and the Curricul um Devel opnent Centre, Mnistry of Education which is
sponsored by the Canadi an H gh Conm ssi on, Hongkong Bank Ml aysi a Bhd and
Prol i nk Devel opnent Sdn Bhd - is being introduced in primary and secondary
schools. This teaching resource material consists of four units, nanely,
Mangr oves, Seashores, Coral Reefs and Ocean & Seas, with each unit

hi ghlighting the functions of each habitat, the threats and t he urgent
need for marine conservation

As Mal aysia nakes the leap into industrialised nati onhood, the need to
protect the environment will beconme nore inportant. Bal anced devel opnent
will ensure the fruits of industrialisation can be enjoyed by future
generations. Those who do danage in the process do so at their own peril



The prime minister hinself nmay be wat chi ng!
( END)
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